In today's dynamic environment, managers and organizations are faced with varied choices in communicating information for enhanced decision making. In business, the selection of the appropriate media needs to be efficient and effective for decision making and can be crucial in certain circumstances. Recent studies have relied on numerous theories to explain media choice. This research work goes beyond the traditional task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty from the media richness theory. It addresses additional contextual constraints including the needs for urgency, confidentiality, accountability, social interaction, and information integrity from the sender's perspective and how these interact with equivocality and uncertainty in the choice of a medium for communication. Results demonstrate a significant change in media selection under all five contextual constraints, although not always in the direction predicted. Email was consistently the top preference, contrary to theoretical expectations. The study adds empirical support to the growing trend of moving beyond media and information richness in order to explain media choice in organizations. information richness | media choice | contextual constraints | confidentiality | Keywords: urgency | accountability | social interaction | information integrity Article:
More recent attempts to understand media selection have focused on social contexts. Carlson and Davis [2] have looked at media selection from the perspective of organizational roles. They concluded that directors in an organization are more "self" oriented in their media choice, more often choosing media based on access and ease of use criteria, while managers were more "other" oriented, more often making choices based on media richness, and social presence criteria. Shachaf and Hara [36] , in their case study on media selection by Global Virtual Teams concluded that media choice is a process of elimination, excluding channels and limiting channel repertoire to fit the particular situation. This process is affected by six contingencies: physical proximity, task at hand, social proximity, sender and receiver accessibility of a channel, individual preferences about a channel, and the initial channel. Finally, Johnson and Cooper [17] conducted an experiment to find that CMC can reduce the amount of affect communicated and thereby negatively impact negotiation outcomes.
Some other researchers have taken a completely different perspective on explaining media choice. Notable among these approaches is the channel expansion theory [2] which identifies certain experiences as important in shaping how an individual develops richness perceptions for a given channel. Most recently, the Media Synchronicity Theory is a promising successor to media richness theory [10] . Media Synchronicity Theory holds that there are two aspects to communication: conveyance and convergence. Proper medium selection comes only when the information transmission and processing needs of the communication process are in sync with the information transmission and processing capabilities of the medium itself.
From the literature, there are a large amount of inconsistencies that point to the fact that media choice may not be adequately explained or predicted by considering only the inherent richness of information or social presence of the medium and task characteristics. Also evident from the literature analysis is the absence of factors like confidentiality and accountability, which are of paramount importance in communication in present day organizations. The most recent research has also indicated a need to go beyond information and media richness to address media synchronicity [10] . It is evident that task characteristics alone do not explain media choice. This paper seeks to go beyond information richness of the medium and the characteristics of the task to explore the context of communication, i.e., how the traditional task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty interact with contextual factors such as need for urgency, need for social interaction, need for confidentiality, need for information integrity, and need for accountability in media selection.
Research model
We propose that media choice is influenced by two sets of forces: task characteristics and contextual constraints. These are discussed next, including the related hypotheses, and how the hypotheses fit into the larger research model.
Task factors
Researchers have theorized and empirically validated that task characteristics affect the media that individuals select for communication purposes. Daft and Lengel [6] , in their seminal work on media richness, argued that managers can improve performance by matching media characteristics to the needs of the organizational information processing tasks. Task was characterized based on two variables, uncertainty and equivocality.
Uncertainty is conceptualized as the absence of information [6] . It is defined as "the difference between the amount of information required to perform a task and the amount of information already possessed by the individual" [6] . Individuals respond to uncertainty by collecting and analyzing data to gather information. For the purpose of collection and gathering information, managers rely on communication media available at their disposal. Thus uncertainty, as dictated by a task, affects the media choice made by an individual.
Equivocality is defined as ambiguity, the existence of multiple and conflicting interpretations about an organizational task [6] . Equivocality has also been conceptualized as meaning confusion, disagreement and lack of understanding. Media selection has been postulated to be influenced by equivocality reduction and, under situations with high equivocality, communicators understand and interpret existing information differently [6] . The purpose of communication in such situations is to integrate these different interpretations and establish common meaning.
Specific tasks being faced by managers can be classified based on the level of uncertainty and equivocality inherent in the task. Media richness theory holds that these tasks characteristics can be addressed if appropriate media is selected for communication. Available media were characterized based on their level of richness in terms of media cues, immediacy of feedback, language and personal focus of the media [6] . Various studies have examined different numbers of communication channels, both electronic and non-electronic [6] , [19] and [27] . This study examines the most popular channels based on predominance in the literature. These are: 1) Faceto-face, 2) Instant Messaging, 3) Telephone, 4) Email, 5) Letter/Memo, and 6) Fax.
Based on the interaction of the two task characteristics and arguments in the literature cited earlier, we make the following predictive hypotheses:
H1
. Tasks involving high equivocality and high uncertainty will lead to selection of a very rich medium for communication purposes, such as face-to-face.
H2
. Tasks involving high equivocality and low uncertainty will lead to selection of a less rich medium for communication purposes, such as instant messaging and telephone.
H3
. Tasks involving low equivocality and high uncertainty will lead to selection of a more lean medium for communication purposes, such as Email.
H4
. Tasks involving low equivocality and low uncertainty will lead to selection of a very lean medium for communication purposes, such as letter/memo or fax.
Contextual constraints
In addition to the task/medium fit, there may be certain contextual constraints imposed on the sender of the communication which also influence the media selection for a particular task. These contextual constraints may significantly alter the choice of media beyond the task/medium fit. The selection of contextual constraints is derived from existing literature. Table 2 highlights the references for contextual constraints. . Need for urgency is defined as "is the extent to which a receiver requires a rapid feedback on the communications they send". A message is urgent when a quick response is needed [47] . The need for urgency in the situation of the task may be an important determinant of the type of medium selected. More urgent communications should prompt communicators to select a medium that possesses real time, synchronous response capabilities. Real-time response capabilities of a medium have been conceptualized as immediacy of feedback [6] . Walther [45] concluded that time is an important factor in determining the degree to which a particular media is used for interpersonal communication. Thus, the hypothesis:
H5
. All other things being equal, a high need for task-related urgency will lead to the selection of a medium capable of delivering the communication urgently, such as face-to-face or phone, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone.
Need for social interaction
The need for social interaction, defined as, a "set of communicative processes outside of information exchange, in which people reach out to others in patently social ways to enable information exchange" [27] , also called 'outeraction', may have a significant influence on media selection. Not only do organizational members have informal work ties, they also have friendships at work that may be independent of their work ties. The intimacy of coworkers' friendships can range between levels such as being work colleagues only, being acquaintances, friends, or close friends. Members of an organization may seek to enhance their social ties with every opportunity available. Inherent in the need for accomplishing an organizational task may be the need for social interaction. Social presence theory explains that people will select a communication medium that has an appropriate amount of social presence. This presumes that social interaction itself is seen as potentially valuable.
Media can be characterized, on the basis of perceptions of individuals about sociability of media. Different types of media can be perceived by individuals to be ranging from a highly sociable media, capable of improving work and friendship ties, to media with low level of sociable capability, not aiding social interaction in any way. Kishi [21] refers to the importance of social factors in media selection such as work group norms, collective rules, and social utility and Kahai and Cooper [18] refer to the importance of the socio-emotional climate where supportive and friendly conditions may reduce inhibitions, but neither addresses the possible interaction of a need for social interaction itself with equivocality and uncertainty. Thus,
H6
. All other things being equal, a high need for social interaction will lead to the selection of a medium with high social presence, such as face-to-face, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone.
Need for confidentiality
Confidentiality has been defined as "not releasing or disclosing information to unauthorized individuals, entities or processes" [11] . In the present day business environment where information possesses the ability to deliver competitive advantage [30] , it becomes imperative in many cases that information confidentiality related to the task be of paramount importance. Furthermore, new technologies for communication have increased the vulnerability of information to be possessed by unauthorized users on the Internet. Zmud et al. [49] previously addressed confidentiality as part of their construct on "accessibility" of media but did not examine its relationship with equivocality and uncertainty.
The need for confidentiality may be an important factor that determines the selection of a particular type of media. Different media can be categorized as secure and non-secure media based on the perceptions communicators have towards these media. Thus,
H7
. All other things being equal, a high need for task-related confidentiality will lead to the selection of a medium perceived to be secure from the sender's perspective, such as face-to-face, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone.
Need for information integrity
Information integrity has been defined as "the state that exists when computerized data are the same as those in the source documents and have not been exposed to accidental or malicious alteration or destruction" [3] . Although this definition is in the context of computerized data, it applies equally to other forms of communication. Task characteristics in interaction with need for information integrity may influence media selection by organizational members. Zmud et al. [49] previously addressed unreliability and inaccuracy as part of their construct on "quality" of media but did not examine its relationship with equivocality and uncertainty. Accordingly,
H8
. All other things being equal, a high need for task-related information integrity will lead to the selection of a medium perceived to be capable of maintaining high levels of information integrity, such as letter or memo, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone.
Need for accountability
Accountability has been defined as "the quality or state which enables communication to be traced to individuals who may then be held responsible" [44] . Need for accountability by individuals who wish to be responsible for the task may select media which supports an audit trail of communication and this information is readily available. Such media would possess the capability to trace information back to the sender, as opposed to media which do not provide this facility. Thus,
H9
. All other things being equal, a high need for individual and task-related accountability will lead to the selection of a medium perceived to provide more accountability from the sender's perspective, such as Email, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone. 
Research method
A scenario-based survey methodology was utilized. The full list of questions from the instrument can be found in the Appendix. The scenarios were adapted from Straub and Karahanna [38] and had been previously validated. The scenarios were business-based hypothetical situations that were appropriate for the population of interest. An example of a scenario would be the following:
There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and you need to resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members.
Variables
Seven independent variables were measured in the research model: two variables representing task characteristics (uncertainty and equivocality) and five variables representing the five contextual constraints, namely 1) need for urgency, 2) need for social interaction, 3) need for confidentiality, 4) need for information integrity, and 5) need for accountability. Because the impacts of uncertainty and equivocality have been investigated in past research, this study uses these two factors as the base and evaluates the impact of the five contextual constraints on media choice superimposed on four base scenarios of uncertainty and equivocality. These four scenarios represented the four combinations of high and low values of uncertainty and equivocality. The dependent variable: media choice, included the most widely used choices from the literature and included Email, fax, telephone, face-to-face communication, written letters and memos, and Instant Messaging (IM) [6] , [19] and [27].
Base scenarios of uncertainty and equivocality
A pre-pilot study was conducted to determine the base scenarios of equivocality and uncertainty upon which all of the other scenarios would be based. Eight scenarios, varying in the levels of uncertainty and equivocality, were constructed based on the literature and administered to a group of doctoral students. The objective was to determine appropriate task scenarios representing the four combinations of high and low uncertainty and high and low equivocality (i.e., high equivocality and low uncertainty HELU, high equivocality and high uncertainty HEHU, low equivocality and low uncertainty LELU, low equivocality and high uncertainty LEHU.) Respondents were requested to assess the level of equivocality and uncertainty on a five-point Likert scale ranging from high to low. Table 3 shows the results from the pre-pilot where four best scenarios were selected from the eight possible. Task 8 seemed a little vague to the respondents, so the wording was changed to ensure a more concise interpretation of Low Equivocality and High Uncertainty. Some minor changes were made to the manner in which the demographic information was worded. The four base scenarios are displayed in Table 4 . Note that the number of participants in the base scenarios is not the same. This was to some extent purposeful to create different levels of equivocality and uncertainty. For example, in HE scenarios, in order to convey high ambiguity, multiple interpretations, and confusion, the number of communication participants is 10 and 20. In LELU scenarios, the number of communication participants is small, but LEHU had higher number of participants in order to increase uncertainty to an otherwise simple task. In any case, the pre-pilot study validated the base scenarios.
Instrument
In order to create the scenarios showing the interaction of the four base scenarios with the five contextual constraints, additional wording was added to each scenario. For example, to measure the interaction of "need for social interaction", the statement "you have worked closely with this group in the past and enjoy their company" was added to each of the four core scenarios. This resulted in 44 distinct scenarios for the survey. (Five constraints that were either high or low became ten possibilities multiplied by the four core scenarios equals 40, plus the original four, which equaled a total of 44 distinct scenarios.) The survey questions were phrased such that the respondent could choose only one medium that they thought was best for each given scenario. The Appendix provides a complete list of the scenarios.
Pilot study
The scenarios were randomized for the pilot study, which were administered to a class of undergraduate students in a Business Processing course in the Business School of a southeastern U.S. university. The sample consisted of 37 respondents who were given extra credit points as a motivation to answer the survey scenarios diligently. Students did not ask for clarification of any of the scenarios or demographic items, and the instruments were filled out as expected with few problems in the manner they were completed. Therefore, the scenarios needed only minor modifications for the full study.
Full study
The full-scale study was administered to Master's level business classes at the southeastern U.S. University. Note that it is acceptable to use student surrogates, especially Master's students many of whom are working in real world jobs, for professional users [20] . In addition to measuring the impact of the variables, demographic information was collected as well as some questions were included to measure the perceptions of these media. These perceptions were gathered to corroborate commonly held perceptions of media characteristics.
Results and analysis

Demographics
There were a total of 83 respondents. Of these, 54 were males, 27 were females, and two did not report their gender. The average age was 28.7 and the educational level was split almost evenly between first year and second year Master's students (and one doctoral student). With 65% of the respondents being employed, on average, they had worked 7.02 years. Note that the unit of analysis is at the individual level.
Perceived media characteristics
As shown in Table 5 , the most readily available medium with the least amount of inconvenience was Email, followed by phone, letter, and face-to-face ranked with decreasing availability. Faceto-face communication was thought to be the most secure (providing background for H7), with phone communication a close second. The least secure communications were instant messaging and fax. Feedback and cues are two important elements of media richness. The most immediate feedback according to the respondents is from face-to-face, with telephone and instant messaging following in order. Letters were found to be the most delayed type of communication. The medium providing most cues was face-to-face communication, with telephone and instant messaging following in order. Letters and fax ranked the lowest in providing media cues, just behind Email. Feedback and cues provided background for H1, H2, H3 and H4. As expected, face-to-face communication was found to be the most sociable media choice, providing background for H6. Telephone and instant messaging were thought to be fairly sociable, with Email, fax, and letter as somewhat sociable. As seen in Table 7 , a key finding is the heavy preponderance of Email selection as an appropriate medium choice regardless of task characteristics except for those tasks involving high equivocality and low uncertainty. 
Media choice: contextual analysis
Media choice analysis was conducted for each of the contextual factors. Each of these is reported in subsequent subsections. As described earlier, a low and a high value of the contextual factor was added to each of the four base scenarios. The contextual results were compared with the base case results using Chi-Square tests to see if the observed frequency of media choice based on the context were significantly different from the expected frequency as in the base case. The p values of these tests are shown in Table 8 . Because the use of the Chi-Square test is inappropriate if any expected frequency is less than 5, some groups had to be combined. In most contextual scenarios, the observed results were significantly different from the expected results. However there is a clear pattern in that there is no significant difference due to the contextual constraint in tasks with low equivocality, low uncertainty (LELU) and low value of the contextual constraint. This result is expected and important as when all of the characteristics and constraints are low, the media choice does not change significantly; whereas in other scenarios, the media choice does change highlighting the impact of context -the main thesis of this study. In other words, the situational context clearly and significantly affects the choice of the communication medium. Table 9 shows the results of media choices within the context of high urgency and low urgency. The results show modest support for H5. High need for urgency significantly affected media selection, in most cases in the ways anticipated. The most preferred choices are Face to Face, Phone and Email. Face to Face and Phone were the hypothesized choices in H5. In low urgency situations, Email is the predominant choice of most respondents irrespective of equivocality and uncertainty. When the urgency level changes from high to low, the media selected by the respondent change in two scenarios: HELU and LELU; changes do not occur in the cases of HEHU and LEHU. The media choice changes from a verbal media to a written media in low urgency and low uncertainty situations. This is in agreement with the perception of feedback immediacy of different media in the literature as well as that presented in Table 4 , where respondents perceive face-to-face and phone as higher in feedback immediacy over Email. Thus the hypothesis that a high need for task-related urgency will lead to the selection of a medium capable of delivering the communication urgently, such as face-to-face or phone, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone is valid in half of the situations investigated in this study. Table 10 shows the results of media choices within the context of high and low need for social interaction. The results show support for H6 in three of the four scenarios of high social interaction. Results show that while Email is the most preferred choice for the four base scenarios when there is low need for social interaction, this is not so when there is a need for high social interaction. The most preferred choice is face-to-face, as one would expect, for scenarios with a high need for social interaction, except in the scenario involving low equivocality and high uncertainty. Again, as per the literature and perceptions shown in Table 4 , the media perceived as high in social presence are face-to-face and phone while Email is ranked low. Clearly individuals prefer face-to-face communication when they have a high need for social interaction and prefer Email when this need is low. Thus, the hypothesis that a high need for social interaction will lead to the selection of a medium with high social presence, such as face-to-face, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone has support in all cases but LEHU. 5.4.3. Need for confidentiality Table 11 shows the results of media choices within the context of high and low need for confidentiality. The results show support for H7 in three of four scenarios of high confidentiality. Email is still the first choice of a majority of the respondents when there is little need for confidentiality. However, when the requirements of confidentiality are high, the most preferred choice is face-to-face for all scenarios, except in the case of low equivocality and high uncertainty. The need for higher confidentiality also led to a change in the selected media except in situations involving low equivocality and high uncertainty, where there is no change. Again as shown in Table 4 , the media perceived as high ranking on the security needs of individuals are face-to-face and phone, and low ranking is Email. Thus, the hypothesis that a high need for taskrelated confidentiality will lead to the selection of a medium perceived to be secure from the sender's perspective, such as face-to-face, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone has support in all cases but LEHU. Table 12 shows the results of media choices within the context of high and low need for information integrity. The results do not support H8 as in the four high integrity cases, Email is the preferred choice in three and face-to-face is the choice in one. To be fair, as hypothesized, letter/memo is the second choice in two of the high integrity cases. The results show that the selection of Email as the most preferred choice does not change for scenarios with a high and low need for information integrity, except for the scenario involving high equivocality and low uncertainty, where face-to-face is preferred at 33.7%. The need for higher information integrity causes change in the selected media only in the one situation of high equivocality and low uncertainty. Once again, when the need for information integrity is low, Email is the preferred medium in all of the four base scenarios. Thus the hypothesis that a high need for task-related information integrity will lead to the selection of a medium perceived to be capable of maintaining high levels of information integrity, such as face-to-face, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone is not supported in any of the four high information integrity cases. 5.4.5. Need for accountability Table 13 shows the results of media choice within the context of high and low need for accountability. The results support H9 in all cases as Email was selected as the most preferred medium in all four scenarios of high accountability. Face-to-face was fairly consistently the second highest rank except in the scenarios involving low equivocality and high uncertainty. However, as in all of the previous contexts where Email was the preferred choice for the low value of the context, Email was also the preferred choice when the need for accountability was low. But in all other contexts, when the context changed from low to high value, the preferred media choice almost always changed; but in the present case, it remained as Email. Thus we have a very significant finding which indicates that the need for accountability does affect media choice in all of the four base scenarios. Our findings support the arguments made by Salmon and Joiner [35] based on feature theory that the feature of email to provide an audit trail in current climate of increased corporate governance is one of the primary reason of its selection over other communication media. Thus, the hypothesis that a high need for individual and task-related accountability will lead to the selection of a medium perceived to provide more accountability from the sender's perspective, such as Email, and be significantly different than the medium selection based on the match of task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty alone found total support. Overall, the results show little support for the media richness theory as an accurate predictor of media choice. In scenarios without contextual constraints, equivocality and uncertainty do not guide media selection in the expected ways. Furthermore, in a majority of the cases, contextual constraints dominate over equivocality and uncertainty in the selection of appropriate media. While equivocality and uncertainty may still be important considerations in media selection, contextual constraints seem to have an overriding role in media selection.
Need for information integrity
Discussion
Previously, Table 8 captured the significant and non-significant differences between media selection outcomes with and without contextual constraints. Table 14 provides a quick summary of the results. 
Supported in all cases
The pattern of no significant differences in group proportions where uncertainty, equivocality, and contextual constraint are all low was expected, since media choice should not change significantly when none of the factors are overriding. What is more important to note is that when any of the five situational contexts was held at a high value, the media choices were significantly different in most cases, in fact in 19 out of the 20 situations. This is an important finding because it clearly demonstrates that contextual constraints have a significant impact on media selection in almost every single scenario. It is important to note that while all of the changes in media selection were significant under high contextual constraints, as predicted in H5, H6, H7, H8 and H9, the changes had little relationship with media richness theory. For example, when media richness theory might have pointed to a preference for a very rich medium like face-to-face, the most frequent preference was Email.
The dominance of Email for communication is clear in all of the scenarios. In fact, Email is the preferred choice in every single case where the contextual constraint is held at a low value; a total of 20 cases. Even when any of the contextual constraint is held at a higher value, Email is the preferred choice in 11 of the 20 cases. All total, Email is the preferred choice in 31 or in 78% of the cases. Thus the study points to the fact that people choose Email over other forms of communication most of the time. One explanation for Email being one of the most preferred media could be that it is being used on a large and still increasing scale and has reached a stage of maturity almost comparable to that of traditional media, like the telephone [16] . Existing literature supports our results and points to the notion that Email has become "ubiquitous in organizations" and it is impossible to imagine organizational communication without Email [32] .
One reason why Email may be so popular is shown in Table 4 , where Comfort Level for Email measured even higher than Telephone. On the one hand, this seems counterintuitive since most people have been using a phone longer than they have been using Email. On the other hand, Email may be more comfortable for people who are afraid of the phone and do not want to interact with people directly or want to avoid conflict. It is to be noted that while Email is generally considered one of the most successful and important computer applications, it has several undesirable effects such as information overload, spam, and partially read documents [48] .
Another possible explanation for the preponderance of Email as the preferred choice of medium is that Email is simply a richer medium than originally thought or, more precisely, it is a richer media than it was ten years ago. In one instance, the use of Email appears to be appropriate and justified. When need for high accountability was of paramount importance, Email was preferred in every single scenario. The most likely explanation for this phenomenon is that people consider Email to be a good way to hold people accountable in terms of having an audit trail of conversations where it would be difficult to have a similar audit trail in a face to face conversation that could be denied later. The common business term for this phenomenon is called "CYA" and the data seems to support this practice, regardless of whether this is a proper use of the media or not. Email possesses the characteristics of plasticity, which is the ability to save, store and retrieve messages [29] , and makes it the preferred medium for situations requiring official and legally binding documentation, and guaranteed authorship.
A pattern seemed to emerge when uncertainty was high and equivocality was low, i.e., LEHU. The media choice in each of these LEHU scenarios was an exception to the prediction, particularly when there was high need for social interaction and high need for confidentiality. In all LEHU cases, Email was selected. There are several explanations. First, as discussed earlier, Email is not necessarily a lean medium and is fully capable of carrying large amounts of information in relatively fast transmission. Another explanation may be that people simply do not want to have 40 different face-to-face conversations with 40 different regional managers in the LEHU scenarios. Even though face-to-face interaction might have increased the level of social interaction and confidentiality, the practicality of sending one Email simultaneously to a large number of people trumped having 40 different conversations.
The answer to the primary research question: do contextual constraints significantly affect media choice over and above the traditional task characteristics of equivocality and uncertainty, is a resounding yes. In each case of high contextual constraint, the difference in the proportion of media selection was significantly different in 19 out of the 20 scenarios. The answer to the second research question: does media richness theory have effective predictive power over media selection in organizations, appears to be negative based on this investigation and may demand further investigation. We know that task characteristics by themselves are not enough to predict media selection based on the results of H1, H2, H3 and H4. While the addition of contextual constraints did significantly impact media choice, it deviated in most cases away from media choice theory and showed preponderance of Email as the preferred selection. This result again pulls away from the applicability of the media richness theory in most cases. Hooff, Groot, and Jonge [16] also conclude in their meta-analysis that situational factors and ability of Email to overcome time and space clearly influence its perceived applicability, and this applicability is more dependent on situational constraints on communication task than on any fit between task and medium. Thus we ask whether MRT is really a good predictor of media choice. The answer at this point is no. The explanatory model of MRT is too simplistic to have substantial predictive power, or provide normative guidance for media choice. Our findings are also in line with D'Ambra, Rice, and O' Connor [8] who question the objective character of media richness and show that task equivocality and media richness are not unidimensional; instead, they interact with other variables that may affect media choice.
Based on our investigation, media and information richness may have to be supplemented with newer perspectives. For one thing, a medium may be capable of multiple forms of richness, such as Email and many emerging web-based technologies. Another possibility is to break a task into sub-parts, as suggested by the recent Media Synchronicity Theory [10], which divides a communication task into two processes: conveyance and convergence. This theory postulates that communication performance is enhanced when media capabilities are properly aligned with the requirements of these two processes. Still this theory fails to account for the contextual constraints and media with multiple capabilities. As we have witnessed in this research, context is important and simply cannot be ignored in media choice research. As in many disciplines (e.g., psychology, education, and politics), our finding suggests that context is everything in media selection. Unfortunately, media richness theory ignores context.
Limitations and future research
One of the limitations of this study is the use of Master's students for the sample. However, based on the sample's demographics and average work experience, they can be considered fairly representative of the workforce as a whole. Furthermore, while our study was targeted at organizational actors in general, it did not distinguish between managers and employees. Such a distinction may have the possibility of providing further insights. A second limitation may be the types of scenarios used for the study. We selected four scenarios to represent different levels of uncertainty and equivocality. While these were somewhat contrived, they were based on prior literature and were pilot tested. Future research may wish to conduct such studies with organizational members involved in real communications tasks. There were only five contextual factors examined in this study, but there are surely others that could be examined in the future (for example, power, trust, control, politics, security, privacy and individual characteristics). However, it is noteworthy that many of the unexplored factors manifest themselves into the ones that we did investigate. For example, lack of trust or need for control may result in higher urgency and accountability, and higher security and privacy may require greater confidentiality. Another possibility for future research is to investigate the impact of the national culture dimensions of the actors involved in the communication process, e.g., power distance, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity-femininity, individualism-collectivism, and long-term orientation [15] .
We studied the impact of each contextual factor in isolation. What if two or more contextual factors are in existence simultaneously? What are their combined effects and how do they interact? While the media choices were limited to the six most widely used in the literature, new media are evolving every day and new possibilities such as Avatar Email may become popular enough for inclusion. Critical mass theory and cognitive behaviors may account for the reasons that Email and face-to-face communication were chosen most frequently, and this is a suggested area for future study. We believe that many small steps may have to be undertaken before proposing a comprehensive theory for media choice.
Implications and conclusions
This research extends our understanding of media choice by adding the important element of context to the traditional factors of media choice selection, namely task equivocality and task uncertainty. Five contextual constraints were hypothesized to affect media selection made by managers to communicate information. The interaction between traditional task characteristics and contextual constraints is helpful in understanding media choice when an individual is faced with competing needs for selecting particular media, beyond those required by task. Hence, from a theoretical perspective, our research contributes to extending the media richness theory, and departs from prior work by focusing on factors affecting media choice that have not been investigated before. Our findings lay the groundwork for situational and context-aware theories for media selection. Future research in understanding media preference and choice should consider these results and the importance of situational constraints over and beyond task constraints.
From the standpoint of practitioners, evidence from our study would help managers and organizations in redesigning their communication media portfolios. Organizations and managers seeking to align communication strategies will benefit from our findings by promoting and providing media to their employees which are more suited to the context of communication instead of characteristics like richness of the media. Huge investments in media which do not match with the culture and structure of the organization can be minimized if it is known which factors are important and what media are selected based on these factors. This study is also helpful to media designers in incorporating contextual features in the media without restricting the traditional rationale of task based media design. Results will also benefit the recipients of organizational communication in better appreciating and understanding the intrinsic motivation of the sender and the context of the communication based on media selection.
The paradox of media choice research is that even though face-to-face is a better medium for immediacy of feedback and variety of cues, Email has emerged as the most prevalent choice. This will be vital for organizations to understand. "At home on their own e-mail account, employees can be flippant as they want with their e-mail, but when they write something at work, their e-mail is being written on corporate stationary, and they should not write anything they wouldn't say in an open business meeting" [46] . The lines between personal and business Email can be blurred by both managers and employees, especially when conversing with people who are more than just work colleagues. A clear Email policy needs to be communicated to all employees to "protect staff from embarrassment-and maybe even some legal consequences" [46] . Especially in cases where employees need to communicate private information such as trade secrets, financial information, or client/patient information, policies need to be in force to help managers and employees make appropriate media choices.
Communication is one of the key functions of any manager in any business, but how the media choice should be made is still unclear. We know that task characteristics coupled with contextual constraints are part of the answer but we still do not have the complete picture. We do know that we need to go beyond information and media richness. Perceived sociability of media 7. Please rank the following media from 1 to 6 based on their capability to carry desired amount of information from low amount of information to high amount of information.
Perceived capability to carry information of media
Given your current environment, please select the type of communication you would use in each of the following communication scenarios. Consider each as a separate scenario-they are not based upon each other.
1. There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and you need to resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members. HEHU -high urgency 6. You want to gather the birth date (month and day) of the five colleagues in your department. There is no urgency for this information.
LELU -low urgency
7. There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and need resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members. This needs to be completed as soon as possible.
HELU -high urgency
8. You need to contact colleagues from the 20 departments in your company to discuss the variance in the sales of several of your major product lines. The sales have fluctuated rapidly and seemingly without a pattern. You have worked closely with this group in the past and enjoy their company.
HEHU -high social 9. You want to gather an extensive set of standard sales figures from the 40 regional managers in your organization. This needs to be completed as soon as possible.
LEHU -high urgency Question
Measuring 10. There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and you need to resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members. There is no urgency in completing this resolution.
HELU -low urgency
11. You need to contact colleagues from the 20 departments in your company to discuss the variance in the sales of several of your major product lines. The sales have fluctuated rapidly and seemingly without a pattern. There is no urgency for the collection of this information.
HEHU -low urgency
12. You want to gather an extensive set of standard sales figures from the 40 regional managers in your organization. There is no urgency for this information.
LEHU -low urgency 13. You want to gather the birth date (month and day) of the five colleagues in your department. This needs to be completed as soon as possible for the company directory deadline.
LELU -high urgency
14. You need to contact colleagues from the 20 departments in your company to discuss the variance in the sales of several of your major product lines. The sales have fluctuated rapidly and seemingly without a pattern. This information must be kept confidential.
HEHU -high confidentiality
15. You want to gather the birth date (month and day) of the five colleagues in your department. The birth dates are to be kept confidential.
LELU -high confidentiality
16. There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and you need to resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members. This information must be kept confidential.
HELU -high confidentiality
17. You want to gather an extensive set of standard sales figures from the 40 regional managers in your organization. This information is to be kept confidential.
LEHU -high confidentiality
18. There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and you need to resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members. This information has been discussed openly and is not confidential.
HELU -low confidentiality
19. You want to gather the birth date (month and day) of the five colleagues in your department. This information will go into the company directory and is not confidential.
LELU -low confidentiality 20. You need to contact colleagues from the 20 departments in your company to discuss the variance in the sales of several of your major product lines. The sales have fluctuated rapidly and seemingly without a pattern. This information has been discussed openly and is not confidential. LEHU -high integrity 33. You want to gather the birth date (month and day) of the five colleagues in your department. The information you communicate must have integrity and accuracy.
LELU -high integrity
34. There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and you need to resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members. There is no special requirement for accuracy or integrity in this communication.
HELU -low integrity
35. You need to contact colleagues from the 20 departments in your company to discuss the variance in the sales of several of your major product lines. The sales have fluctuated rapidly and seemingly without a pattern. There is no special requirement for accuracy or integrity in this communication.
HEHU -low integrity
36. You want to gather the birth date (month and day) of the five colleagues in your department. There is no special requirement for accuracy or integrity in this communication.
LELU -low integrity 37. You want to gather an extensive set of standard sales figures from the 40 regional managers in your organization. There is no special requirement for accuracy or integrity in this communication.
LEHU -low integrity
38. There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and you need to resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members. You are responsible and accountable for gathering this information.
HELU -high accountability
39. You need to contact colleagues from the 20 departments in your company to discuss the variance in the sales of several of your major product lines. The sales have fluctuated rapidly and seemingly without a pattern. You are responsible and accountable for collection of this information.
HEHU -high accountability
40. You want to gather the birth date (month and day) of the five colleagues in your department. You are responsible and accountable for collection of this information.
LELU -high accountability
41. There has been disagreement about how to proceed with the implementation of a new information security policy and you need to resolve the issue with your project group of 10 members. You are not held accountable or responsible for this HELU -low accountability Question Measuring information.
42. You need to contact colleagues from the 20 departments in your company to discuss the variance in the sales of several of your major product lines. The sales have fluctuated rapidly and seemingly without a pattern. You are interested in communicating with these members only about information pertaining to the sales fluctuations.
HEHU -low social 43. You want to gather the birth date (month and day) of the five colleagues in your department. You are not held accountable or responsible for this information.
LELU -low accountability 44. You want to gather an extensive set of standard sales figures from the 40 regional managers in your organization. You are not held accountable or responsible for this information.
LEHU -low accountability
